Best Practice

Decisions! Decisions!

Decision-making structure which support quality

By Holly Elissa Bruno & Margaret Leitch Copeland

“Inez promised me her report last week,” Director Jonetta fretted. “Every time she sees me, she smiles like there’s no problem. I want to wring her neck!”

“Did you tell Inez why you need the report on time?” her mentor Lydia asked.

“Why should I? It’s her job. I don’t have to explain,” Jonetta bristled.

“You’re right, but…Inez needs to ‘buy in’ to meeting your need for a quarterly report to the Board. Otherwise, your schedule is your problem, not everybody’s” offered Lydia.

“Quality is everyone’s responsibility,” Total Quality Management experts tell us. Busy directors want to assume staff are ready to take responsibility on their own and also to follow through on what is asked of them. When staff fail to meet those expectations, they leave their directors, like Jonetta, wondering why? What went wrong?


How the organization is structured for decision making has a direct impact on the results a director will get from the staff. There are two basic models to consider: the Hierarchical and the Flat. The hierarchical structure emphasizes the director’s authority to make decisions and give directives, as Jonetta does. The flat structure encourages team problem solving, as Lydia is suggesting. Both models have pro’s and con’s. The structure the leader chooses predetermines the staff’s involvement and investment in the decisions that get made.


Many organizations effectively utilize both structures, applying the appropriate structure to the task. For example, implementation of a “Code Blue” emergency plan calls for a diamond clear hierarchy, where everyone knows their place and responsibilities when the alarm sounds (Copeland, 1996). However, a flat structure works well in developing the same emergency plan; each staff member who has a voice in designing the “Code Blue” plan will be more invested in making sure the plan works well for all.


To assess which decision-making structure best suits a center’s needs, a mindful discussion of both the hierarchical and flat models is essential. Underlying both structural forms are issues of power and authority for decision making. “Power” is the ability to make important decisions. “Authority” is power vested in someone by means of appointment, annointment, or election by others. True power in an organization does not always align with who is granted the authority. A belligerent toddler teacher can wield much power, without being granted permission (authority) to do so. Likewise, a trusted office worker who has no official credentials gains authority through reliability and confidentiality.


An effective way to begin the structure assessment process in a center is to ask staff to draw an image of how decisions are made in the organization. Drawing can reveal more than words to help get the “real picture” of staff perceptions. People should be encouraged to use as few words as possible; no artistic ability is required and no particular form is expected.


When the drawings are completed, the next step is to ascertain who has the power to make important decisions in the center. A circle is placed around that person/group’s image. Next, a triangle is drawn around the person or group who has been vested with the authority to make important decisions. The triangle and circle may or may not overlap, depending on how things are done in an organization.


Now it is possible to evaluate the center’s structure in light of the following two models: hierarchical and flat.

Decision-Making by Hierarchy Model


This is a representation of a traditional authoritarian structure, with the great amount of decision-making power focused at the top of the organization. Conversely, those at the bottom of the structure have significantly less say in the organization’s important decisions. Both the circle for power and the triangle for authority are at the top.


Decision-making power at each level of the hierarchy takes a different form. Oshry (1986) identifies the three levels in a hierarchy as “Tops,” Middles,” and “Bottoms,” each of which demonstrates a predictably different behavior pattern.


The “Top” of the organization, often the owner, director or Board, can exercise direct decision-making power. The “chain of command” in hierarchies ensures that those decisions are carried out. Very little input is required for the Top to act; in fact, the Top decision-maker can act quickly without getting anyone else’s opinion. Hierarchies encourage authoritarian management styles, the classic being a military general who exercises the authority of position at the top of the organization.


“Tops” are seen as “Numbers-oriented, distant, arbitrary, out-of-touch and thinking of people as things not as people” (Oshry, 1986, p.21). “Tops” can feel more responsible for protecting their own turf, than for the organization overall. “Tops” often feel they have too much to do and not enough time to do it. The view from the mountaintop is empowering and loaded with responsibility to decide well.


“Middles” lack final decision-making power, but have instead the “power” to negotiate and mediate between “Tops” and “Bottoms.” In child care, site directors, lead teachers, curriculum coordinators and administrative assistants are often in the “Middle” position of a hierarchy. “Caught in the middles” is an accurate way of describing what middle managers feel. They are subject to demands from the Top of the organization, and responsible for the work of the “Bottoms” beneath them.


Others see “Middles” as diligent, responsible, well-intended, but also turncoats, weak and unable to make decisions that stick (Oshry, 1986). “Middles” are vested with much responsibility for the success of the organization, but often have neither power nor authority to put plans into effect. “Middles” feel they should be able to deliver to “Bottoms” what “Bottoms” want, but that they don’t get what they need from “Tops” to do that well (Oshry, 1986, p.14). Nor do “Middles” feel they get from “Bottoms” what “Tops” want from “Bottoms.”


Decisions made by “Middles” are tentative, always pending. The Assistant Director frequently finds herself saying, “I’ll have to get back to you on that.”


“Bottoms” of the hierarchy have very little official decision-making power. No hierarchical rule requires “Bottoms” to have a say in the affairs of the organization; they are reminded by the structure that their job is to “put up or shut up.” “Bottoms” have the least investment in the Center’s success; they describe themselves as pawns, peons or worker-bees.  Their main power is to strike, thereby getting the attention of the decision-makers. Striking can sound like: “That’s not in my job description.” “You don’t pay me to do that.” “Nobody every told me I would have to…” And, “I quit right now!” Rosabeth Moss Kanter of Harvard Business School turns an aphorism on its head to summarize the position of “Bottoms”: “Powerlessness corrupts. Absolute powerlessness corrupts absolutely.” (In Nelson, 1997, p.184.)


Hierarchies have survived over the centuries because they are known, predictable, expedient and secure. On the down side, hierarchies deter initiative, limit creativity, promote jealousy and limit access to leadership.


This model is easily recognizable to the authoritative director; a hierarchical center functions efficiently, allowing decisions to be reached expeditiously. But with a flattened structure, introduced wisely, the same center can become a team which can bring a higher level of commitment to the work.

Flat Decision-Making Model

Decisions made in flat structures are shared. For example, on juries, each person has power in shaping the outcome; one naysayer can “hang” the jury. Quaker meetings, Power Equity Groups and 12 Step groups such as Codependents Anonymous, function with no one person dominating; each person’s voice matters. Flat structures look different from hierarchies.


Flat structures have no “Tops,” “Middles” or “Bottoms.” Hence, flat structures are most often called “teams.” Each person’s individual contribution is important to the team’s success. The “spirit” of the team emerges from the give and take of the team working together to solve a problem. The true power in the team is this emergent spirit that carries the team through difficult challenges to completion of the work.


Responsibilities within a flat structure are distributed. Often leadership is rotated to develop potential and discourage domination by any one member. The “talking stick” concept, borrowed from native Americans, is sometimes used to evoke everyone’s input. Only the person holding the stick can speak; this person decides who will speak next. Round robin formats also allow each person on the team to have their say.


Flat structure decisions are by consensus, which is formed when individuals in the team have a “meeting of the minds.” Individuals talk through an issue to mutually arrive at a solution. Fisher and Ury (1981) suggest that underneath every conflict is a deeper shared commitment from which strong decisions are best derived.


Flat decision-making structures are not new. Circles of shared power have functioned in women’s groups, as well as Cherokee and Creek nations. People used to knowing their places in a hierarchical structure may feel awkward or lost in a flat organization; it is imperative that such circles have time to mature. Power struggles may emerge if the leadership function is not clarified. At their best, however, flat decision-making structures promote creative solutions to problems by encouraging the speaking of new approaches. Each employee in a flat structure feels responsible for the success of the organization. “Buy in” and ownership are the other ways to describe pride in authorship.


Sharing decision-making can necessitate a change of heart and attitude for those who came of age in a hierarchy.  Flat structures rely on the maturity of each individual to “do the right thing” according to the person’s ability. Child care professionals are at varying stages of personal and professional development, which will affect their ability to function in flat structures. Highly functioning work teams are powerful resources; immature committees that never get beyond in-fighting are drags on the organization. Directors and staff may need training on the art and science of effective team building and maintenance.


In flat structures, both power and authority reside in the group as an entity. If leadership and procedural matters are not clarified, power can be sabotaged and authority usurped. Teams, like children, need nurturing and patience.

Integrating the Models: The Best of Both Worlds

Most organizations need a healthy blend of both decision-making modalities. Hierarchies benefit from introducing management teams and task teams at all three levels. Quality circles in Total Quality Management terms come from representatives of all three levels, with each person having equal voice as a quality circle member. Stunning innovations have resulted from the experiment of putting “Tops,” “Bottoms” and “Middles” in one group with co-equal status. An integrated model at a child care center might take this form.


Flat structured organizations can benefit from inserting a hierarchical decision-making system when action must be taken quickly or for resolving staff conflicts. If two staff members fail to resolve their disagreement, they need to meet jointly with their supervisor. An upset father needs a helpful staff person at 5 p.m., not a committee meeting two weeks later.


In revisiting the initial vignette, it is clear to see that Jonetta could benefit from flattening her organization and sharing some of her responsibility for reporting to the Board with Inez.


One director (LaTullippe, 1997), whose dream to open a children’s center had turned into the proverbial nightmare in a battle with the state licensing department, found herself badly burned out and ready to sell her business. She had shouldered the responsibility for the center’s life as well as the lives of her staff to the extent that one of her teachers asked the director’s advice and help in repairing her home shower! The director was perceived as all knowing and all powerful and she was exhausted trying to maintain her exalted position at the top of the center hierarchy. When a “free” graduate course, funded by the American Business Collaboration, was offered to directors in her community, she enrolled and heard about flattening the structure of her organization. Revitalized by the experience, she returned to the children’s center and immediately began to engage her staff in decision-making. In a few weeks, a staff member returning from maternity leave asked, “Hey, who’s in charge her now?” The response was, “We are.”  The staff had new energy due to their empowerment; the director was relaxed and no longer felt that she had to be at the center from open to close. No one questioned her authority to sign checks or to perform the other functions of the owner/director, but they no longer saw her as the ultimate source of all answers. “Consensus replaced majority rule, and respect in all areas followed; we became more of a flat structure.” Together, she and the staff “rewrote the mission statement to include continuous renewal together” (LaTulllippe, 1997). The director has returned to being the “steward” of her original vision, and to her “own sense of purpose,” which Peter Senge (1990, p.346) describes as being central to organizational leadership.
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 Strengths & Weaknesses of Hierarchical Model

Strengths:

Clarity

Rapidity

Predictability

Weaknesses:

Rigidity

One-Way Communication

Stagnation

Strengths & Weaknesses of Flat Structures

Strengths:

Creativity

Empowerment

Staff Ownership

Weaknesses:

Time-consuming

Leadership Struggles

Unclear Procedures/Roles

